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23. 

 
ADVANCING INSTITUTIONAL MENTORING 

EXCELLENCE (AIME): AN INSTITUTIONAL 

INCLUSION INITIATIVE 

 

Valerie Romero-Leggott; Orrin Myers; Andrew Sussman; and Rebecca Hartley 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract 

The Advancing Institutional Mentoring Excellence (AIME) pilot project was created at the 

University of New Mexico Health Sciences Center to address concerns by faculty of color regarding 

feelings of isolation, lack of representation, and suboptimal retention. The purpose of AIME was to 

foster an institutional culture of belonging and rigorously evaluate best practices for mentoring 

faculty of color toward promotion and tenure. AIME used a reciprocal mentoring model, in which 

both mentors and mentees increased self-efficacy and skills through a structured series of exercises 

and encounters. Senior faculty mentors were matched with junior faculty of color mentees through 

an electronic mentoring platform. The curriculum featured in-person training sessions based on an 

adapted RESPECT model and an AIME case study, designed to improve cross-cultural 

communication and interpersonal skills. The signature feature of this mentoring program was an 

emphasis on cognitive diversity, that is, the diverse mental tools that result from different identities 

and cultural backgrounds, experiences, education, and training. A mixed-methods evaluation used 

formative measures to gather feedback from mentors and mentees about the electronic mentoring 

platform and curriculum. Summative measures were used for demographic profiles and preprogram, 

postprogram, and follow-up surveys, as well as for focus group discussions and the “most significant 

change” narratives. Participants reported increased job satisfaction and satisfaction with the Health 

Sciences Center, as well as increased institutional connectedness and knowledge of promotion and 

tenure processes. Further expansion and assessment of AIME is needed to confirm findings from 

this pilot project regarding faculty of color retention and inclusion outcomes. 
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Mentoring Context and Program Development 

The Need for This Program 

The Advancing Institutional Mentoring Excellence (AIME) pilot project was created at the University 

of New Mexico Health Sciences Center (UNM HSC) to address concerns by faculty of color regarding 

feelings of isolation, lack of representation, and suboptimal retention (Montoya, et al., 2018). The AIME 

Final Report can be accessed online at https://hsc.unm.edu/diversity/media/files/aime-report- 

final.pdf. 

 

Purpose and Objectives of the Program 

 

The purpose of AIME was to foster an institutional culture of belonging and rigorously evaluate best 

practices for mentoring faculty of color toward promotion and tenure. AIME used a reciprocal 

mentoring model aimed at increasing mentor and mentee self-efficacy and skills through a structured 

series of exercises and encounters. The objective was to implement and test a cross-cultural faculty 

mentoring program in order to increase psychosocial support, career-related self-efficacy, job 

satisfaction, perceptions of institutional recognition, support, and institutional connectedness and 

self-efficacy while enhancing the UNM HSC’s capacity for cross-cultural communication and 

collaboration. 

 
Organizational Setting and Population Served 

 

As the only academic health center in the state, UNM HSC plays a critical role in the health and well- 

being of New Mexicans. The UNM HSC is aleader in providing health care and health sciences education 

to a diverse population. Research demonstrates that a diverse faculty enhances overall cognitive 

diversity leading to improved health, research, and educational outcomes (Page, 2007). 

 
Robust mentoring programs are an important component of recruiting and retaining diverse and 

underrepresented minority (URM) faculty. However, URM junior faculty have less access to and limited 

time for mentorship compared to their nonminority peers. Additionally, they have fewer opportunities 

to encounter racial/ethnic concordant mentors. Furthermore, the mentors they seek out may not be 

adequately trained to provide appropriate mentorship (Beech et al., 2013). 

 

In response to these concerns, the AIME pilot project sought to develop more effective faculty 

interactions and collaborations among mentee faculty of color and mentors by facilitating discussions 

about the intersectionality and psychosocial dimensions of academic life, including identity, implicit 

bias, career decision-making, cross-cultural communication, and other related professional 

development topics with an emphasis on navigating the promotion and tenure system. 

 

Organizational Support for Mentoring Program and Infrastructure 

 

The Faculty Workforce Diversity Committee, convened by Chancellor Paul Roth and led by Dr. Valerie 

Romero-Leggott and Professor Margaret Montoya, collected demographic data and information on the 

UNM HSC climate for faculty of color through meetings, surveys, and focus groups. Through these 

https://hsc.unm.edu/diversity/media/files/aime-report-%20final.pdf
https://hsc.unm.edu/diversity/media/files/aime-report-%20final.pdf
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processes, faculty of color identified meaningful cross-cultural mentoring as an important strategy for 

supporting their academic development after having experienced existing HSC mentoring programs 

and practices as lacking. 

 
A Diversity Engagement Survey also helped characterize the HSC climate. It was administered in 

2012 to measure and describe the inclusiveness of the academic environment. The survey drew upon 

workforce engagement theory and components of organizational inclusion. The items in the survey 

were mapped to the following eight inclusion factors: trust, appreciation of individual attributes, sense 

of belonging, access to opportunity, equitable reward and recognition, cultural competence, respect, 

and common purpose (Person et al., 2015). 

 

The AIME pilot project was the culmination of collaborative work over several years. Many 

stakeholders, including deans, chairs, faculty, administrators, and staff, from the HSC as well as 

colleagues from UNM’s main campus, comprised the AIME Planning Committee and/or were 

instrumental in the Faculty Workforce Diversity Committee work that led to the pilot project. 

 

Operational Definition 

 

Mentoring was operationally defined for this program as guiding academic and professional growth 

in an identity-conscious manner. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 

A thorough review of the literature and research synthesis conducted for the mentorship pilot 

confirmed that, notwithstanding progress in establishing successful/best practices in faculty 

mentoring, very little evidence-based research addressed the specific topic of mentoring faculty of 

color in academic health centers. The study used culturally appropriate evaluation methods, including 

narrative methods, focus groups, and reliance on culturally responsive research, implementation, and 

evaluation criteria. Evaluation included the psychosocial dimensions of academic life such as 

unconscious bias, identity formation, faculty agency, respect, isolation, and cross-cultural 

communication. By focusing on the psychosocial and cultural contexts involved, the intention was to 

create an active, personalized, and team-based mentorship program that aimed to acknowledge and/or 

further develop the full potential and untapped human capital of faculty of color and thereby improve 

career-related self-efficacy and satisfaction. 

 
A signature feature and theory that informed this mentorship program is cognitive diversity (Horwitz 

& Horwitz, 2007). Cognitive diversity refers to differences between team members in characteristics 

such as expertise, experiences, and perspectives. These differences can also include sociodemographic 

characteristics including race, ethnicity, and sex. The cognitive diversity hypothesis posits that diversely 

composed groups may generate a broader range of ideas in order to solve problems creatively. While 

research findings are variable, there is evidence that cognitive diversity is positively related to benefits 

in group performance outcomes (Horwitz & Horwitz, 2007). In short, cognitive diversity is the diverse 

mental tools that result from different identities and cultural backgrounds, experiences, education, and 

training, which collectively are proven contributors to better problem- solving skills (Page, 2007). A 

culturally responsive conceptual framework was also vital to the development of this program (Han & 
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Onchwari, 2018). A culturally responsive mentoring program incorporates the cultural orientations and 

experiences of participants to enrich each of them (Bennet, 1988; Hofstede, 2011; Hofstede & McCrae, 

2004; Rosinski, 2003). 

 
Typology of Program 

 

Hierarchical mentoring, where a more senior mentor is matched to a junior mentee (Kram, 1988), 

was combined with group mentoring (see Chapter 3 for diverse mentoring relationships) (Friedman et 

al., 1998), with the intention that each mentee would be matched with up to three more senior mentors. 

This could also be considered a mentoring panel, many-to-one, or committee model since a panel of 

mentors worked with each mentee. Due to time constraints and availability of mentors, two mentors 

and one mentee composed most teams. This triad worked together as a team with the mentors and 

mentee meeting quarterly; however, the mentee decided if they preferred a lead mentor whereby this 

could lead to an occasional one-on-one meeting. 

 
Mentoring Inputs and Resources 

 

Curriculum Description 

 

The participants’ estimated time commitment for the year was less than 60 hours. Activities were 

based on an adapted RESPECT model (Mostow et al., 2010), cognitive diversity scholarship (Horwitz & 

Horwitz, 2007; Page, 2007; Page & Nivet, 2015), and a case study. The RESPECT model is an action- 

oriented set of communication and relational behaviors designed to build trust across differences in 

race/ethnicity, culture, and power. Its component skills and educational framework are: 

• Respect 

• Explanatory model 

• Social context, including stressors, supports, strengths, and spirituality 

• Power 

• Empathy 

• Concerns 

• Trust/Therapeutic alliance/Team 
 

The emphasis on cognitive diversity was based on research evidencing that teams of individuals with a 

range of perspectives and experiences outperform groups of like-minded experts (Page & Nivet, 2015). 

Four cross-cutting themes drawing on RESPECT and cognitive diversity organized the curriculum: 

• cross-cultural communication, 

• racial/ethnic identities and cognitive diversity, 

• implicit bias, and 

• faculty agency in promotion and tenure. 
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Each theme was integrated into the curriculum through an evolving case study that highlighted a 

cross-cultural relationship between a Native American junior faculty (mentee) and her non-Hispanic, 

white male department chair. 

 
Funding 

 

The AIME program was jointly funded by the UNM HSC Chancellor’s Office and the HSC Office of the 

Vice-Chancellor for Diversity and Inclusion (HSC D & I). The chancellor committed to funding this 

program as it was institutionalized. 
 

Mentoring Activities 

Recruitment Activities 
 

Participants were recruited via email with the assistance of UNM HSC deans, vice-chancellors, and 

department chairs. Junior faculty of color were recruited as mentees, while more senior faculty of color 

and non-faculty of color were recruited as mentors. 

 
Matching Activities 

 
Faculty mentors were matched with faculty of color mentees through an electronic mentoring 

platform, Insala (https://www.insala.com/mentoring), originally created to facilitate business 

mentoring relationships. 

 
This mentoring platform was adapted for academic users by a collaboration with Insala. The AIME 

participants found that Insala was effective for uploading biographies and CVs, viewing mentor and 

mentee profiles, and indicating mentor and mentee preferences. After the initial mentor-mentee 

matching had occurred, participants did not find Insala effective as a communication medium, given 

that they were already using other types of software for email and texting. 

 

If mentoring programs with larger mentor-mentee cohorts are contemplated, an electronic tool with 

Insala’s capabilities might be useful to optimize information sharing. This matching process depends 

on multiple documents being shared among the participants in a fairly short period of time. 

 

Training Activities 

 
Mentees and mentors attended a 6-hour orientation that began with a cultural simulation activity 

entitled BaFa’ BaFa’ Learning Simulation (BaFa’ BaFa’ Learning Simulation, n.d.), designed to foster 

cross-cultural awareness of the development and impact of stereotypes. They also received information 

on the overall program, the other cross-cutting themes, the basics of mentoring, and the use of Insala. 

 

Mentees were asked to meet for an hour at least once a month with their selected mentor(s). During 

the first meeting, mentees developed an Individual Learning Plan for the year and posted it on the 

Insala platform. The learning plan established professional and personal, short- and long-term goals. 

http://www.insala.com/mentoring)
http://www.insala.com/mentoring)
http://www.insala.com/mentoring)
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It also identified areas of focus, resources, potential barriers, required time commitment, personal 

strengths, areas for improvement, and an action plan. During subsequent meetings, mentees reviewed 

their progress toward goals and posted a summary directly onto Insala. 

 

Mentors and mentees also attended four 1-hour case-based training (lunch) sessions over a 6-month 

period to assess mentoring progress and best practices and examine and explore cross-cultural 

communication. The curriculum used an iterative and cumulative pedagogical approach, introducing 

all cross-cutting themes at orientation, then exploring each theme in greater depth in the shorter 

training sessions. At each training session, a cross-cutting theme was reintroduced and integrated into 

the cross-cultural mentoring case study. Each session built on the previous sessions while 

incorporating the new content, cross-referencing the earlier themes, and building context throughout 

the process, as well as taking into account the feedback from evaluation surveys. The discussions 

allowed the participants to work together in diverse teams and to reflect on the mechanics of cognitive 

diversity. The importance of personal storytelling as a method for strengthening relationships between 

faculty of color and their department chairs, peers, and mentors was reinforced by the use of the “most 

significant change” narratives as a qualitative evaluation technique (Dart & Davies, 2003; Rivera, 2012). 

 

Formative and Summative Evaluation 

 
The study used culturally appropriate evaluation methods, including narrative methods, focus 

groups, and reliance on culturally responsive research, implementation, and evaluation criteria. 

Evaluation included the psychosocial dimensions of academic life such as unconscious bias, identity 

formation, faculty agency, respect, isolation, and cross-cultural communication. 

 

Mentees and mentors completed program surveys relating to demographics, institutional diversity, 

cognitive diversity, faculty agency, and programmatic goals and objectives. 

 

Mentees showed significant improvement in knowledge of expectations for promotion and tenure, 

feeling valued by HSC as faculty of color, satisfaction with HSC as an institution, connection with HSC 

colleagues, feeling supported by the HSC, and feeling that HSC values diversity (Figure 23.1). Mentors 

perceived improvements in their awareness of the unique realities of mentoring faculty of color, their 

connection with HSC colleagues, and their satisfaction with HSC as an institution (Figure 23.2). 

Importantly, the results also suggest maintenance of these gains at a 12-month follow-up for both 

mentees (feeling valued, supported, and satisfied) and mentors (connection and satisfaction). 

 
These results align closely with a review concluding that health professions schools can improve 

faculty of color retention through focused efforts to improve the institutional culture to promote an 

inclusive environment (Hamilton & Haozous, 2017). They also support studies that conclude that, 

in general, faculty who receive mentoring experience greater job satisfaction than those who do not 

(Zambrano et al., 2015). 
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Figure 23.1 

Mentee Survey Responses: Improvements in Pre- and Post-Program Ratings 
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1 Strongly disagree, 2 Disagree, 3 Neutral, 4 Agree, 5 Strongly agree 

 
 

Evaluated using non-parametric Wilcoxon tests. * P<0.05 ** P<0.01 *** P<0.001 
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Figure 23.2 

Mentor Survey Responses: Improvement in Pre- and Post-Program Ratings 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Strongly disagree, 2 Disagree, 3 Neutral, 4 Agree, 5 Strongly agree 

Evaluated using non-parametric Wilcoxon tests. * P<0.05 ** P<0.01 *** P<0.001 
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Mentoring Outputs 

 

All mentees were URM (n = 14) compared to 46% of mentors (11 of 24). Both mentees (71%) and 

mentors (67%) were predominantly female. The majority of mentees (86%) and mentors (92%) were 

based in the School of Medicine, while the remaining participants were from the College of Nursing. 

 

Mentoring Outcomes and Lessons Learned 

 

Outcomes of Program 

 
The UNM HSC AIME pilot project created an opportunity and setting for faculty of color to build 

relationships with like-minded colleagues, discuss their career choices in the context of individual, 

family, and institutional demands, and examine academic choices made by their peers. The summative 

assessment findings revealed significant improvements in mentees feeling valued, connected to 

colleagues, and supported by and satisfied with their HSC institution. Thus, AIME was successful 

as a pilot in addressing the project goal and advancing inclusion but probably did not improve the 

overall institutional climate. We expect, with increased faculty retention and further AIME-modeled 

mentoring programs, to see these broader impacts over time. 

 

Sustaining the Program 

 
AIME is a partial solution to fostering an inclusive climate by promoting a fuller understanding 

of the contributions of faculty of color through robust discussions with faculty from different 

backgrounds about the complex dimensions of academic healthcare careers in New Mexico. 

 

Elements from AIME have been applied to inform and improve an existing HSC Faculty Mentorship 

Development Program based in the UNM SOM Office of Faculty Affairs and Career Development. AIME 

is also part of the 2021 State of Mentoring review at UNM HSC. The chancellor intended to provide 

funds to the HSC D & I to institutionalize the program. Should this program be initiated in the future, 

HSC D & I would request funding from the HSC Executive Vice President’s Office. 

 

Lessons Learned 

 
While the findings from this pilot were encouraging, there are some important limitations. The 

overall sample size for the AIME pilot project was relatively small, which limits replicability and 

generalizability. The pilot did not include a comparison group, and there was attrition across 

measurement periods. Therefore, nonresponders might have had different responses as compared to 

responders. We also did not track responses by unique identifiers, so pre- and post-program changes 

are reported in the aggregate, and we were unable to track based on attrition. Some mentees had 

low satisfaction scores that might have implications for long-term retention; however, individual 

participants were not identified as part of this study. 

 

The qualitative evaluation was structured in an opportunistic manner, seeking to triangulate among 

different sources of information to inform our understanding of the program. We were unable to 

complete the projected number of focus groups due to program participants’ competing demands. The 
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findings from this component may not reflect the full spectrum of experiences and perspectives. It is 

important to note, however, that our quantitative data analyses demonstrated consistent increases in 

virtually all areas of assessment. Additionally, the qualitative data were highly complementary to these 

findings, providing further confidence in the outcomes reported here. Future interventions should 

track participant evaluations by unique identifiers for the purpose of measurement. 

 

Recommendations for Future Designers and Stakeholders of Academic Mentoring Programs 

 
These recommendations are directed specifically toward academic mentoring programs to support 

faculty of color and to cultivate the wide range of talent and abilities represented by a diverse faculty: 

1. Identify and develop best practices for faculty of color recruitment, hiring, promotion, and 

retention specific to your institution. 

2. Implement AIME-type mentoring programs for all faculty and academic administrators in 

collaboration with existing mentorship programs. 

3. Ensure rigorous evaluation and assessment of the programs. 

4. Implement faculty of color academic leadership development initiatives to expand the pool 

of faculty of color mentors for the future. 

5. Increase transparency related to diversity by disseminating an annual report of the 

demographic profile of faculty and leadership. 
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